PROTESTANT CHURCHES FOR THE SPANISH SPEAKING IN HOUSTON 


Rev. John J. Sauvageau, O.M.I. 


GENERAL IMPRESSION; 


After making as serious a study of the situation as possible 
these general impressions can be drawn about the Protestant situation in 
Houston. The Protestant Churches among the Latin Americans here in Houston 
have a hard time of it. I think it can be said that Houston has resisted 
the Protestant influence better than any other city, in spite of the money 
that has heen spent and the propaganda that has heen made. As we will see 
later the higgest Protestant church in Houston, for Latins, counts only 
133 families while most of them boast of only 50 members or less than 


that. 


Another point I want to emphasize is that the Protestants in 


Houston seem, in general, to helong to the lowest class. Ask the funeral 
directors why they dislike so much to have a Protestant funeral - because 
it is a two-hy-four affair. I make this remark not because we do not 
want the poor among us but to stress the point that a good number of them 
go there because of the handouts they are getting. 

It must he said here also that it is extremely difficult to bring 
back a Mexican Protestant to his original faith. The main reason, I 
think, is that our people are very proud and to come hack to the Catholic 


Church would be to admit a mistake, and that is out of the question! 


LIST OF PROTESTANT CHURCHES IN HOUSTON AND THEIR MEMBERSHIP: 


El Tabernaculo-Assembly of God-Chapman-65 members. 
Templo Magdial-Assembly of God-Runnels-78 members. 
Central Mexican Baptist Church-Johnson-76 members. 
Emmanuel Baptist Ehurch--3 families-11 members. 
First Mexican Baptist Church-Palmer-300 members. 


Second Baptist Church (Mexican)=Magnolia-140 members. 
Spanish Mission of the First Baptist Church~Pasadena-80 members 
Mexican Church of Christ-Elysian-21 members. 

Trinity Lutheran-Houston-40 members. 

El Mesias Methodist-Fulton-300 members. 

Iglesia del Nazareno-Ave. H-46 members. 

Buen Pastor=-Pentecostal-Courtney-65 members. 

El Divino Redentor-Presbyterian-Hirsh-80 members 
First Mexican Presbyterian Church-Johnson-275 members. 
San Pablo Presbyterian Church-74th-133 members. 
Mormons=Main offices on North Main-76 members. 
Greek-Orthodox=-Fulton-50 members. 

Salvation Army and Latter Day Saints, etc.--a handful 


Total; “Lov526 

I am sure I have missed a few small churches which are private 
homes converted to temporary churches so if we add about 200 for those 
unaccounted for we will obtain 1,952 Latin American Protestants in Houston. 
According to my calculation there are 22 Protestant churches in Houston 
and that would give them an average of 90 members each. 

Now if we were going to classify them I would put them in two 


sections: (1) The “old timers" which include the Presbyterians, the 


Methodists, the Baptists and the Lutherans; and (2) the newcomers - busy- 


bodies. 


The most quiet group: the Presbyterians. Most of them have been 
Presbyterians for generations and they seem more or less satisfied 
with what they have without having to bother the others. 


The most popular among them: The Methodists because, I think, of 
their lack of moral obligations. They are the epicurians of reli- 
gion but they do not go for propaganda on a big scale. They have 
a couple of beautiful churches and the rest of them are miserable. 


The noisiest is the Baptist Church. All because of one man, my 
competitor over the air waves, Rev. J. M. Navarro. He has lots 
of personal charm and he spreads it thick and wide. May I say 
that he is very shrewd and unscrupulous; during the campaign that 
he organized over the radio, one for the victims of the flood 
along the Rio Grande and the other one for Tampico, he pocketed 
for his services in the neighhorhood of $10,000 and that comes 
from the owners of the radio station who were computing on the 
side. 


He has seven programs weekly and they are all paid in full by 
the Baptist alliance; but he pays only half of the programs 
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because the other half is given as public service. The dif- 
ference is for him. His radio programs, seven a week, forced 
us to use the radio also because not having anyone to answer 
him, he was taking advantage of the situation, Now we have 
eleven programs weekly and his tone has changed considerably, 
in fact he has little to say any more. 


The most practical: the Lutherans. 

They believe in the school system. They have a school for 
Spanish Americans in my parish. It is a two-by-four building 
and the classes are only to the sixth grade but from there they 
move to their big school which is both for Anglos and Latins on 
Houston Ave. next to St. Joseph's Church. 

N.B. The Episcopalians do not seem to be interested at all in 
the souls of our people. 


The newcomers and busybodies: 

The Mormons are a pest. They are so insistent and so persistent 
that our people find them almost impossihle to get rid of. We 
have to admire their tenacity. They can be politely thrown out 
of a house ten times and show up again. They visit the homes 
two by two and their whole pitch with our Latin-Americans is 
that the Catholic Religion does not make sense; the candles, the 
Masses, the holy pictures, etc. 


The witnesses of Jehovah operate more or less the same way but 
their arguments are against all the religions. Considering the 
efforts they have made and the manpower they have used, they have 
not made a dent in our Mexican population. 


The Alleluias or the Pentecostales, Assembly of God, are to my 
humble estimate the worst group among the Protestants, as far 
as our people are concerned, because once they get hold of a 
soul there is practically no hope of getting it back into the 
Church. I have seen Baptists, Methodists and even Mormons come 
back to the Catholic Church but as of now I have not seen an 
"Alleluia" come back. They seem to twist their mind. in such 

a way that it runs in a vicious circle of which they cannot 
escape. 


CERTAIN APPEALS OR ADVANTAGES THAT THE PROTESTANT CHURCHES HAVE FOR OUR 
MEXICANS : 


1. Each minister (except for the Mormons) is of the Latin-American 
race. When we invite a Mexican priest to preach our Missions 
we realize how much appeal they have simply because they are 
Mexican. 


They have no rigid moral principles; no obligations to impose. 


The public schools favor the Protestant Churches, v.g., for 
baccaulaureate sermons. 


The money angle: in many cases the ministers can afford to 
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buy some members for their congregations, v.g., pay some 
of their hills, get some medicine, make some loans, etc, 
Out of gratitude the people helped in such a way feel 
that they have to belong to their congregation. 


The ministers outnumber us by a large margin. 

While they have at least twenty-two ministers for less than 
2,000 Protestants, we have only ten priests for the remaining 
45,000 Latin-Americans who live in Houston and Pasadena. 


Their lay cooperation. Of course, with that principle of 
theirs of the self-interpretation of the Bible, all you need 
to be a lay teacher in the Protestant Church is to know how 
to read, at least a little bit! 


Bus transportation. Even the rickety old churches have buses 
to go and get their members, v.g., a church in Magnolia where 
the minister admitted that he had only three families, has a 

nice big bus to promenade them around. 


Every one of the ministers seems to be paid by a missionary 
alliance; otherwise they would have to bleed their parishioners 
to death or starve themselves. Many of them do not have any 
collections and accuse the Catholic Church of heing a gold- 
digger: 


The devil is on their side and there is that text about the 
sons of darkness being smarter in the things of this world 
than those of light? 


THE PROTESTANTS ' SHORTCOMINGS AND WHY THEY ARE NOT PROGRESSING MORE IN SPITE 
OF THE MONEY SPENT ON THEM. 


is 
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They do not have the devotion to Our Blessed Mother. Our Lady 
of Guadalupe has such a hold on the heart of the Mexican that 
when he embraces the teachings of a Protestant Church and he 
hears his minister say something against Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
it hurts him...it's almost "contra naturam" as far as he is 
concerned. 


They do not have the truth among them and they are hopelessly 
divided between themselves. We are doing them a favor by putting 
them together and saying that there are 1,952 of them because 
they do not seem to agree on anything except to be against the 
Catholic Church. 


We have the Catholic tradition of Mexico in our favor - their 
parents, grandparents, great grandparents were Catholic and some 
feel that they would all climb out of their graves and go after 
them if they would as much as think of hecoming a Protestant. 
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They are facing a hig difficulty in the new generation. A 
good number among today's youth speak little Spanish and the 
few words they know are used at table or when they are angry 
but the language of the Church is very different. As most 
of the ministers have little education (there are exceptions 
like Rev. Navarro) they cannot speak English and they are 
losing the new generation as a consequence. 


They do not have parish schools (except for the small one 
erected by the Lutherans) and that gives us a tremendous ad- 
vantage over them. 


They met a stone wall when they really made their bid to estab- 
lish themselves in Houston during the depression. In the 30's 
they fell upon Houston like vultures, thinking that hunger and 
confusion would give them a definite advantage, but they had 
not counted on the determination of Fr. Esteban De Anta, 

Fr. Balzola and Fr. Azpiazu who met the challenge head first 
and flattened them to the ground. In my parish, for instance, 
they still talk about the time that the Protestants had called 
a general meeting during which they were supposed to have a 
talk by an ex-priest who had become Baptist . Everything 
seemed to be going fine and dandy for them when Suddenly Father 
Azpiazu appeared and proved to everyone present that the man 

in question had never been a priest and taking the floor, turned 
the meeting into a study in Church history. Since then they 
have been followed closely and every one of their challenges 
has been met. 


SUGGESTIONS TO HELP MAKE OUR POSITION EVEN STRONGER AND OUR FORT IMPREGNABLE. 
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Improve the lay cooperation among our people. We have been try- 
ing to do it all by ourselves. There is a lot that the lay people 
can do. The Confraternity in its entire program offers a wonder- 
ful opportunity for the lay people to help us in the vital pro- 
gram of Catholic instruction. The Legion of Mary is also very 
powerful and efficient. 

Have a sufficient number of Catechist Sisters in every parish. 

I know that in my parish, for instance, they have brought a new 
life since they arrived two years ago. 


Encourage the Catholic programs on the radio. I am not trying 
to pat myself on the back because I just happened to be the in- 
strument that God used to organize the radio programs in Spanish. 
The Baptist minister had a daily program and because he was 
making a lot of noise our people were getting the idea that he 
was very important. Now we have eleven Catholic programs in 
Spanish every week. They are more important than eleven pro- 
grams on any ordinary station because KLVL is practically the 
only Spanish station which is heard in Houston, so our people 
put their radio on in the morning at KLVL and it stays on that 
same station all day. 
We have the Rosary (A live program) every weekday at 6:00 P.M. 
and Sunday by recording. There are two weekly programs on the 
Bible, one on the history of the Church and one panel program 
on Saturday. Most of these programs have been going for more 
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than three years, some five years. 


Let us encourage the recitation of the Rosary at home because 
the Protestant propaganda sounds awful flat to a family which 
has just finished saying the Rosary: 


For the sections which are especially pestered by the Mormons 
and the Witnesses of Jehovah, I would like to suggest a method 
which was very effective for us in San Antonio; 


Their main argument: they throw a few texts of the Bible at 

our people and blind them for a moment at least. So in San 
Antonio we decided we were going to throw some texts at them. 

We had a small group of ladies in the parish learn ten quota- 
tions of the Bible by heart, with chapter and verse; Vv. ge, 

Dice el verso 18, capitulo 16: “Y yo te digo que tu eres Pedro, 
y que sobre esta piedra edificaré mi iglesia; y las puertas 

del infierno no prevalecer4n contra ellas." 

As the Mormons work in sections, as soon as someone in the parish 
would spot them they would notify us and I would phone my little 
committee and they would follow the Mormons from house to house 
throwing the texts of the Bible at them, chapter and all, and 
the competition was too much for them. They were beaten at 
their own game and we were not bothered by them for a long time. 


Have the poster, "This is a Catholic Home. Welcome to this 
house where Our Lady of Guadalupe is the queen," at every door. 
All our people have to do then is to point at it. 


There is a magnificent pamphlet entitled, "La religion catolica 
demostrada por la Biblia Protestante" which I would like to 
recommend. 


This is taken from the address of Father John J. Sauvageau, OsMels, at the 
Galveston Diocesan Conference for priests engaged in Spanish-speaking work. 
The Conference was held on May 29, 1956, at St. Mary's Seminary in Houston, 
Texas. 


